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Executive Summary 
 
This study investigated the hypothesis that offering vocational options in Year 10 can 
help improve levels of educational engagement and subsequent outcomes among 
young people disengaged from education. However we found little evidence to 
support this claim.  Disengaged young people who reported following vocational 
courses did not differ from those who chose not to take these courses in terms of 
their subsequent engagement or destinations post Year 11.  There was evidence 
that those taking vocational courses were more likely to achieve Key Stage 4 Level 1 
although not Level 2.  We also investigated an additional hypothesis that young 
people with borderline attainment (achieving 1 – 4 GCSEs grades A*-C) who follow 
vocational as opposed to academic pathways post Year 11 may have better 
outcomes.  We found no evidence to support this case. 
 
Data for the research comes from the Longitudinal Study of Young People in 
England (LSYPE), a comprehensive study following the lives of a cohort of young 
people through the last three years of their compulsory schooling and into their 
subsequent destinations. Definitions of disengagement included in the study 
comprise underachievement at Key Stage 3, having poor attitudes to school, aspiring 
to leave education and training at the age of 16, and playing truant. 
 
The vocational course subjects relating to Year 10 options that were asked about in 
the LSYPE questionnaire reflect the titles of vocational GCSEs, and also match well 
with the titles of GNVQs that were offered at the time (GNVQs ceased to be offered 
in 2007). The LSYPE cohort analysed in this study completed Key Stage 4 in 2006, 
when there were still relatively few Vocationally Related Qualifications (VRQs) taken 
in schools at Key Stage 4. The results presented in this study will therefore largely 
relate to young people taking vocational GCSEs or GNVQs rather than VRQs. 
 
The analysis proceeded in two stages.  The first stage was designed to provide 
timely evidence to feed into the Wolf review of vocational education and provides a 
first look at the relationship between vocational courses, young people’s subsequent 
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engagement and other educational outcomes.  Here we compared levels of 
engagement, attainment and destinations between disengaged young people who 
reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 10 and those who did not, 
examining differences in Years 9, 10, 11. 
 
These initial findings suggest that disengaged young people who took at least one 
vocational course in Year 10 were more likely to show signs of disengagement over 
time compared to those who took no vocational courses. However, those who took 
vocational courses were also more likely to achieve basic qualifications at Key Stage 
4, although they were less likely to achieve higher levels of qualifications. At age 17, 
they were less likely to be in full time education, part time education, or on a training 
course or apprenticeship, and more likely to be in full time work or doing something 
else. But by age 18, these differences in destinations had all but disappeared.  
Overall, where differences did exist between disengaged young people who did and 
did not take vocational qualifications, these tended to be very small and most were 
not statistically significant. 
 
In the second stage we re-examined this relationship in more detail using more 
sophisticated statistical methods that enabled us to examine change in engagement 
at the individual level and take into account other factors that might otherwise explain 
any differences found.  We found no evidence to suggest that taking vocational 
courses in Year 10 helps to re-engage young people who are already disengaged 
from education.  Neither did we find any evidence to suggest studying vocational 
courses makes matters worse.  The finding that young people who take at least one 
vocational course in Year 10 are more likely to achieve Key Stage 4 Level 1 
remained, however there was no relationship between subject choice and Level 2 
achievement, or young people’s destinations at age 17 and 18. 
 
In a final step we explored an additional hypothesis that students with borderline 
attainment (those achieving 1 – 4 GCSEs A*-C) who follow vocational instead of 
academic pathways post Year 11 may have better outcomes.  However our analysis, 
which examined the relationship between course choice and the probability of 
experiencing NEET by age 18, found no support for this hypothesis.  
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It is important to note that we cannot entirely reject the idea that vocational courses 
may help foster improvement for some young people under some circumstances on 
the basis of our research alone.  Firstly, the data comes from a cohort of young 
people who began their Key Stage 4 studies in 2004/05, early on in the expansion of 
the 14-19 curriculum and prior to the very broad rollout of new vocational type 
qualifications.  It is therefore possible that today’s experience of vocational 
education, including its methods of teaching, assessment and curriculum are 
different to those we were able to examine in this research.  Second, it is also 
possible that vocational study may be of more benefit to young people who are less 
disengaged than those that we studied here.  Nevertheless, for the type of vocational 
courses and the particular kinds of disengaged young people that were examined, 
there appears to have been little impact, at least in the relatively short term. 
 
Finally, whilst it is not central to this study, our research also confirmed previous 
findings, that disengaged young people were more likely to be male, from a lower 
social position and have poorly qualified mothers.  Ethnic groups tend to differ in 
their disengagement.  White young people were more likely to have poor attitudes to 
school and to want to leave education and training at 16, whilst young people from 
minority ethnic backgrounds (especially Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean 
and Mixed race young people) were more likely to underachieve and/or play truant.  
Disengaged young people were also more likely to opt for vocational courses than 
other young people.  The reasons young people gave for selecting vocational 
courses in Year 10 were both strategic and self rewarding, i.e. the courses were 
needed for future study or employment, because the young person thought they 
would do well in the subject, or simply because they thought they would enjoy them. 
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1. Outcomes  for  disengaged  young  people  who  take  vocational 
courses in Year 10 
1.1 Overview 
 
Previous research and anecdotal evidence has suggested that offering a broader 
curriculum, and in particular, vocational qualifications, may be a way to motivate 
young people who have become disengaged from education and improve their 
subsequent attainment1. However, this hypothesis has not been systematically 
evaluated. The analyses presented here explore the educational outcomes of 
disengaged young people from a nationally representative cohort who reported 
taking vocational courses in Year 10 compared to similarly disengaged young people 
who did not. 
  
In this study we explored outcomes across a range of different subgroups of young 
people from the Longitudinal Study for Young People (LSYPE), defined using 
different characteristics of being disengaged in Year 9.  
 
Disengagement can be expressed in different ways and have different meanings for 
young people, and can subsequently have different consequences and solutions2. 
The characteristics we have used to encompass disengagement include 
underachievement at Key Stage 3, having poor attitudes to school, aspiring to leave 
education and training at the age of 16 and playing truant. By defining 
disengagement in multiple ways, we can be more confident in our conclusions about 
the potential impact of vocational courses on young people’s engagement and 
subsequent attainment. In addition, this kind of sensitivity analysis enables us to 
identify the kinds of young people who might be most receptive to vocational 
learning. 
                                                            
1 See, for example, Steedman, H. and Stoney, S. (2004) Disengagement 14‐16: Context and Evidence CEP Discussion Paper 
No. 654 [online]. Available: http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/dp0654.pdf 
2 Ross, A., (2009) Disengagement from education among 14 – 16 Year Olds. Department for Children, Schools and Families 
DCSF‐RR178. Available: https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/RSG/Youthandadolescence/Page5/DCSF‐RR178 
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.2 Data  
We used five different samples from the Longitudinal Study of Young People in 
• A combined measure of disengagement, which reflects an individual’s 
o had underachieved at Key Stage 35 (1549 individuals, or 
es to school at least one standard deviation below 
ning at the age of 16 
ndividuals, or 12.6% of the 
Young people taking vocational courses in Year 10 were defined according to self-
useful to people in jobs’.  
                                                           
1
England (LSYPE) from survey waves 1 (age 13/14 or in Year 9 in 2003/04) to 5 
(age 17/18 or in Year 13 in 2007/08) inclusive3. These samples incorporate young 
people presenting different characteristics of disengagement in Year 9, and reflect 
the following sample sizes:  
combined attitudes, aspirations and behaviour  (1474 individuals, or 10.9% of 
the population)4; 
• young people wh
11.4% of the population); 
• young people with attitud
average (1441 individuals, or 10.6% of the population); 
• young people who aspired to leave education and trai
(1694 individuals, or 12.5% of the population); and 
• young people who reported playing truant (1701 i
population).   
report in the LSYPE questionnaire. The young people were asked whether they 
were studying vocational courses in applied art and design, applied business, 
health and social care, leisure and tourism, manufacturing, engineering, hospitality 
and catering, applied science or applied information and communication. In the 
questionnaire, vocational courses were defined as being ‘about specific work or 
jobs you might do after leaving school or about subjects and skills which will be 
 
3 For further detail on this study please visit https://www.education.gov.uk/lsype 
4 As defined in a recent NatCen study exploring young people's disengagement from education, these young people had 
mixed aspirations for Year 12 but were very unlikely to aspire to continue to university, were far more likely to report 
playing truant than other young people and had especially poor attitudes towards school. For further details of these 
young people please see the original study which can be downloaded at 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/RSG/Youthandadolescence/Page5/DCSF‐RR178 
5 This definition captures young people whose achievement at Key Stage 3 was at least one standard deviation below the 
mean score expected according to their achievement at Key Stage 2, i.e. suggesting a significant fall in attainment. 
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The vocational course subjects asked about in the LSYPE questionnaire reflect the
titles of vocational GCSEs
 
, and also match well with the titles of GNVQs that were 
offered at the time (GNVQs ceased to be offered in 2007). The LSYPE cohort 
In this first stage of analysis, designed to provide timely evidence to feed into the 
e conducted a relatively simple examination of the relationship 
between vocational courses, young people’s subsequent engagement and other 
 
amined have been repeatedly measured at several time 
points.  This enabled us to explore and compare changes in the engagement of 
cation. 
Descriptive statistics 
                                                           
analysed in this study completed Key Stage 4 in 2006, when there were still 
relatively few Vocationally Related Qualifications (VRQs) taken in schools at Key 
Stage 4. The results presented in this study will therefore largely relate to young 
people taking vocational GCSEs or GNVQs rather than VRQs. 
1.3 Approach 
Wolf review6, w
educational outcomes.  A further more detailed examination of this relationship can 
be found in Section Two. 
LSYPE data follows the same cohort of young people over time, and the
engagement measures ex
disengaged young people dependent on whether or they did or did not take 
vocational courses in Year 10.  We achieved this by testing differences in levels of 
engagement between those young people who reported taking vocational courses 
(decided in Year 10) and those who did not in Years 9, 10, and 117.  
 
We also carried out a comparison of young people’s attainment in Year 11, and 
subsequent destinations in Years 12 and 13 following compulsory edu
 
1.4 Results 
 
 
6 Wolf, A. (2011) Review of vocational education – The Wolf report. Department for Education DFE‐00031 ‐ 2011. Available: 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DFE‐00031‐2011 
7 By also examining differences in Year 9, i.e. prior to course uptake, we are able to get a measure of self‐selection that 
might otherwise bias our findings, i.e young people who opt for vocational courses may already be different in their level of 
disengagement than other young people, and this in turn may explain any subsequent differences found between the two 
groups. 
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 We begin by describing the young people who comprise the different samples of 
ple used in this analysis, the proportion of those who then 
port taking vocational courses or not and the reasons they give for this decision.   
• Young people who were disengaged according to the combined measure4 
ly-qualified mothers. 
ational courses are shown in Table 1.1 below. It is 
clear from this table that disengaged young people were significantly more likely to 
disengaged young peo
re
The characteristics of disengaged young people in Year 9 from the LSYPE sample 
are presented below (all of these findings are significant at the 5% level): 
were more likely to be male, white, have parents of lower socio-economic 
status and have poorly-qualified mothers. 
• Young people who underachieved at Key Stage 3 were more likely to be 
male, of a minority ethnic group (particularly Pakistani, Bangladeshi or Black 
Caribbean), have parents of lower socio-economic status, and have mothers 
with fewer qualifications. 
• Young people with poor attitudes to school were more likely to be male, white, 
have parents of lower socio-economic status and have poorly-qualified 
mothers. 
• Young people who wanted to leave education and training at 16 were more 
likely to be male, white, have parents of lower socio-economic status and 
have poor
• Young people who reported playing truant were more likely to be of mixed or 
Black Caribbean ethnicity, have parents of lower socio-economic status and 
have poorly-qualified mothers. 
• All young people defined as disengaged using the definitions above were 
more likely to report taking vocational courses in Year 10 than young people 
who were not disengaged. 
Overall, 33.8% of the LSYPE sample had reported taking vocational courses in Year 
10. The proportions of disengaged and non-disengaged young people (using the 
combined definition) who took voc
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take vocational courses than those who were not disengaged. This finding was 
replicated when using the other definitions of disengagement described above, in 
which young people were defined as disengaged according to their 
underachievement, poor school attitudes, wanting to leave education and training at 
16 or playing truant. 
Table 1‐1: Proportions of disengaged and non‐disengaged young people who took vocational courses in Year 
10 
 Disengaged according to Not disengaged according 
combined measure to combined measure 
Took vocational courses in 591 3470 
Year 10 (41.4%) (32.4%) 
Did not take vocational 
courses in Year 10 
838 7243 
58.6%) (67.6%) 
 
 explored the characteristics ngaged young people who reported 
es to see whe they were likely to ha ckground 
ommon. We found t  were more likely to be from minority 
Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi), tended to have 
ment – most of the results were similar across the 
cational course was a belief that they 
We also  of dise
taking vocational cours
characteristics in c
ther ve ba
hat they
ethnic groups (particularly 
parents of lower socio-economic status and were more likely to have poorly-qualified 
mothers.  
The analysis reported below looks at differences in engagement, attainment and 
destinations among disengaged young people who took vocational courses 
compared to those who did not. The report principally presents findings using the 
combined measure of disengage
definitions of disengaged young people and this was considered the most 
comprehensive measure of disengagement. However, there also follows a summary 
of the results across the other definitions of disengagement, as in some instances 
there were findings that appeared to be specific to those who show particular 
aspects of disengagement.  
Finally we examined the reasons behind why some disengaged young people chose 
to take vocational courses in Year 10 whilst others did not.  For reasons of brevity we 
report findings for the combined definition of disengagement only.  By far the 
greatest reported reason for undertaking a vo
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would enjoy the course (45 percent), followed by the view they would do well in the 
subject (24 percent), or that it would help/was needed for further training or 
employment (26/25 percent), or because it represented something different to what 
they were used to studying (18 percent).  A minority were advised to do so by a 
teacher (11 percent), and a smaller minority reported having no choice in the matter 
(4 percent). 
Among those who thought about taking a vocational course but decided against it, 
the vast majority, 51 percent, reported that they preferred to do other subjects.  
There were also small minorities who reported that their parents did not want them to 
study vocational courses (7 percent) or that their teachers had advised them against 
ses (26 percent) and that they simply 
it (9 percent).   
Among those who did not consider vocational courses at all, a sizeable 39 percent 
reported that they were unaware of the availability of such courses.  This was 
followed by a reported lack of interest in vocational courses (27 percent), the fact 
that the school did not offer these cour
preferred to do other subjects (22 percent). 
Given the nature of these responses, in particular, the fact that there was little 
evidence of young people being hard pressed into selecting vocational options, this 
is unlikely to have any bearing on its impact on subsequent levels of engagement. 
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Disengagement 
Disengaged young people who reported taking at least one vocational course in 
Year 10 were no less likely to play truant (defined as skipping at least the odd day or 
class) than those who took no vocational qualifications. Although young people who 
took vocational courses were slightly more likely to have played truant by Year 11, 
this difference was not statistically significant (see Figure 1.1 below). 
Figure 1.1: Proportions of disengaged young people who played truant by vocational courses taken in Year 
10 
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90
100
Year 9 Year 10 Year 11
Took vocational course and played truant Took vocational course and did not play truant
Took no vocational courses and played truant Took no vocational courses and did not play truant
 
In Year 9, disengaged young people who reported taking vocational courses in Year 
10 were a little less likely to have poor attitudes to school than those who did not 
take vocational courses. However, this difference diminished over time, and by Year 
11 young people taking vocational courses were slightly more likely to have poor 
attitudes to school (see Figure 1.2 below), although these differences were not 
statistically significant. 
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Figure  1.2:  Proportions  of disengaged  young people with  poor  attitudes  to  school  by  vocational  courses 
taken in Year 10 
0
10
20
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40
50
60
70
80
90
100
Year 9 Year 10 Year 11
Took vocational course and had poor attitude Took vocational course and did not have poor attitude
Took no vocational courses and had poor attitude Took no vocational courses and did not have poor attitude
 
A similar pattern was seen in relation to aspiring to leave education and training at 
16. Disengaged young people who took at least one vocational course in Year 10 
were less likely than those who took no vocational courses to want to leave 
education/training at 16 when they were in Year 9, but by Year 11 they had become 
more likely to want to leave (see Figure 1.3 below).  Again, these differences were 
not statistically significant. 
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 Figure  1.3:  Proportions  of  disengaged  young  people  wanting  to  leave  education  and  training  at  16  by 
vocational courses taken in Year 10 
0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90
100
Year 9 Year 10 Year 11
Took vocational course and w anted to leave educatio Took vocational course and w anted to stay in education
Took no vocational courses and w anted to leave education Took no vocational courses and w anted to stay in education
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Attainment 
There was no difference in underachievement between those who did and did not 
take vocational courses.  However, young people who reported taking vocational 
courses were more likely to have achieved Level 1 at Key Stage 4 compared to 
those who did not (statistically significant at the 5% level).  The small difference in 
the likelihood of achieving Level 2 was not statistically significant (see Figure 1.4 
below). 
Figure 1.4: Attainment among disengaged young people by vocational courses taken in Year 10 
0
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80
Underachieved at Key Stage
3
Underachieved at Key Stage
4
Achieved Level 2 at Key
Stage 4
Achieved Level 1 at Key
Stage 4
Pe
rc
en
t
Vocational courses No vocational courses
 
Destinations 
At age 17, the destinations of young people who had taken vocational courses in 
Year 10 were different (in a statistical sense) from those who took no qualifications, 
however substantively the differences were relatively minor.  Disengaged young 
people who had reported taking vocational courses in Year 10 were less likely to be 
in full time education, in part-time work with part-time college, or on a training course 
or apprenticeship than those who took no vocational courses.  Instead, these young 
people were more likely to be in full-time employment or doing something else.  By 
age 18 these differences had disappeared (see Figure 1.5 below). 
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Figure 1.5: Destinations of disengaged young people at ages 17 and 18 by vocational courses taken in Year 
10 
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en
t
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Vocational courses (destinations at age 18) No vocational courses (destinations at age 18)
 
At age 17, disengaged young people who had reported taking vocational courses in 
Year 10 were more likely to be NEET than those who had not, although this 
difference did not quite reach statistical significance. These young people were still 
more likely to be NEET at age 18, but the difference had diminished somewhat and 
no longer approached statistical significance (see Figure 1.6 below). 
Figure 1.6: Likelihood of being NEET for disengaged young people at ages 17 and 18 by vocational courses 
taken in Year 10 
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t
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Summary of the results for other definitions of disengagement: 
• Underachievement – Among young people who underachieved at Key Stage 
3, those who reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 10 were 
more likely to have played truant in Years 10 and 11 (statistically significant in 
Year 10), but showed no differences in their attitudes to school. They were 
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more likely to aspire to leave education and training at 16 when they were in 
Year 10, but this difference did not continue to Year 11. There was no 
difference in underachievement at Key Stage 4, but young people who took 
vocational courses were less likely to achieve Level 2 at Key Stage 4 (there 
was no difference in the likelihood of achieving Level 1). There was little 
difference in destinations at age 17 or 18, however, underachievers who took 
vocational courses were more likely to be NEET at age 17, but this difference 
did not quite reach statistical significance and had diminished by age 18. 
• Poor attitudes to school – Among young people with poor attitudes, those 
who reported taking vocational courses became increasingly more likely to 
play truant from Years 9 to 11 (statistically significant in Year 11), although 
their attitudes to school showed little difference over the same time period. 
Those who took vocational courses were also increasingly more likely to want 
to leave education and training at 16 between Years 9 and 11 (statistically 
significant in Year 11) compared to those who did not. They were more likely 
to have underachieved at Key Stage 3 (although not at Key Stage 4), and less 
likely to achieve the Level 2 threshold at Key Stage 4 (although there was no 
difference in the likelihood of achieving Level 1). There were slight, although 
not statistically significant, differences in their destinations. Young people who 
took vocational courses were more likely to be NEET, but this difference 
diminished between the ages of 17 and 18 and was not statistically significant. 
• Wanting to leave education and training at 16 – Young people with low 
aspirations who reported taking vocational courses became increasingly more 
likely to truant from Year 9 through to 11 (statistically significant in Year 11).  
They showed signs of increasing poor attitudes over time although these 
differences were not statistically significant. They also remained more likely to 
want to leave education at 16, although this difference had disappeared by 
Year 11. There was little difference in levels of underachievement, however 
young people who took vocational courses, were less likely to achieve Level 2 
at Key Stage 4 but more likely to achieve Level 1 than those who took none. 
There were slight differences in destinations whereby young people taking 
vocational courses were more likely to be in fulltime work than furthering their 
education or training although differences were not statistically significant. 
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They were also more likely to be NEET, but this difference diminished 
between the ages of 17 and 18 and was again, not statistically significant. 
•  Truancy – Among young people who had reported playing truant in Year 9, 
those who also reported taking vocational courses were increasingly more 
likely to play truant in Years 10 and 11. However, there was no significant 
difference in their likelihood of having poor attitudes to school or a desire to 
leave education and training at 16. Those who took vocational courses were 
slightly more likely to underachieve at Key Stage 3 (although not at Key Stage 
4), and were less likely to achieve the Level 2 threshold at Key Stage 4 
(although there was no difference in the likelihood of achieving Level 1). They 
were also less likely to be in full time education and more likely to be in full 
time work or NEET at ages 17 and 18.  However, at age 18, they were also 
more likely to be in part-time education and part-time work, or on a training 
course or an apprenticeship. 
1.5 Conclusions 
 
The analysis reported here represents a first look at the relationship between 
vocational courses, young people’s subsequent engagement and other educational 
outcomes.  We compared levels of engagement, attainment and destinations 
between disengaged young people who reported taking at least one vocational 
course in Year 10 and those who did not, examining differences in Years 9, 10, 11.  
Our study also provides a brief description of the characteristics of disengaged 
young people, the proportions of those who take vocational courses and their 
reasons for their choices. 
 
Results show that disengaged young people tend to be male and of lower social 
position, with poorly-qualified mothers. Ethnic groups tend to differ in their 
disengagement.  White young people were more likely to have poor attitudes to 
school and to want to leave education and training at 16, whilst young people from 
minority ethnic backgrounds (especially Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean 
and Mixed race young people) were more likely to underachieve and/or play truant.  
Disengaged young people were also more likely to select vocational courses in Year 
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10 than other young people.  The reasons that disengaged young people gave for 
selecting vocational courses were both strategic and self rewarding, i.e. they were 
needed for their future study or employment, because they thought they would do 
well in the subject, or because they simply felt they would enjoy studying them. 
 
In general, few statistically significant differences in outcomes were found between 
disengaged young people who did and did not report taking vocational courses in 
Year 10, although this may be at least in part due to small sample sizes. 
Nevertheless, there was a tendency (albeit slight and in most cases non-significant) 
for young people who took vocational courses to become more disengaged between 
Year 9 and Year 11, particularly in terms of truancy and wanting to leave education 
and training at the age of 16. This suggests that taking vocational courses in Year 10 
does not appear to increase engagement among previously disengaged young 
people, however these relationships required further investigation using more 
sophisticated statistical models. 
 
There was little difference in levels of attainment between those taking vocational 
and academic courses, although overall young people who took vocational courses 
were more likely to achieve Level 1 at Key Stage 4 and in many instances less likely 
to achieve Level 28. This may indicate that, whilst disengaged young people who 
take vocational courses are less likely to become high achievers, they are more 
likely to reach a minimum standard of achievement which they may not have 
otherwise reached. For some young people, vocational courses may therefore 
provide a better means of achieving basic qualifications. 
 
Disengaged young people who took vocational qualifications were less likely to be in 
full time education at ages 17 (and in some cases 18), and were more likely to be in 
full time work.  There was also some indication that disengaged young people who 
had taken vocational courses were more likely to be NEET at the age of 17 and 18, 
although in many cases these differences were not statistically significant.  
Nevertheless, what this does suggest is that vocational courses are not reducing the 
risk of disengaged young people having the poorest educational outcomes. 
                                                            
8 This was most evident when young people were defined as disengaged according to their attitudes to school 
or by their truancy behaviour  
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 The results presented here are based on a relatively simple exploration of the 
relationship between vocational courses, young people’s subsequent engagement 
and other educational outcomes.  In the next section we explore this relationship 
further using more sophisticated statistical techniques to ascertain whether the 
differences we’ve identified here remain once any pre-existing differences and other 
potentially confounding factors are properly accounted for. 
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2. Outcomes  for  disengaged  young  people  who  take  vocational 
courses  in  Year  10  –  a  re­examination  of  this  relationship  using 
more sophisticated statistical methods 
 
2.1 Overview 
 
The preceding section explored the educational outcomes of disengaged young 
people, comparing levels of engagement, attainment and the destinations of those 
who reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 10 with those who took no 
vocational courses.  The aim was to test whether vocational courses represent a 
promising way of re-engaging disengaged young people and improving their 
educational outcomes. 
 
The analysis, which used bivariate statistics to examine the relationship between 
vocational courses, educational outcomes and time, suggests that disengaged 
young people who took at least one vocational course in Year 10 showed slightly 
more signs of disengagement over time, differing destinations, and a greater 
likelihood of being NEET. However, these differences were very small in magnitude 
and many were not statistically significant. 
 
Our analysis provided a ‘first look’ into the relative impact of vocational type courses 
and was useful to the extent that it enabled us to provide timely evidence for the Wolf 
review.  However, since first submitting our analysis we were able to explore this 
relationship in more detail using more sophisticated statistical methods.  
 
2.2 Data and approach 
 
LSYPE data follows the same cohort of young people over time, and the outcome 
variables we examine have been repeatedly measured at several time points.  This 
enabled us to explore and compare changes in the engagement of disengaged 
young people over time to see whether this related to subject choice in Year 10.  Our 
earlier analysis achieved this by testing differences in the average level of 
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engagement among those who reported taking vocational courses relative to those 
who did not in Years 9, 10, and 11.  
 
Here we use multi-level modelling for panel data which enables us to go one step 
further and compare individual trajectories of engagement over time, testing whether 
taking a vocational course is associated with a subsequent change in trajectory.  
Whilst the difference in these two approaches may appear quite subtle, the latter 
represents a more powerful test of change over time enabling us to properly account 
for any pre-existing differences in levels of engagement.   
 
Furthermore, the approach allowed us to take account of a number of other factors 
that could be masking any effect associated with vocational courses.  For example, 
there is evidence to suggest that boys are more likely to disengage than girls.  If 
boys are also more likely to take vocational courses, then it may be their gender that 
explains any subsequent difference in disengagement and not their choice of course.  
The controls used include gender, ethnicity, social class, tenure, family type, mothers 
highest qualification, SEN, disability, whether or not the respondent had been bullied 
and key stage two average point score. 
 
Finally, the models presented below include school as well as pupil effects (or 
multiple levels) which take account of the fact that individual pupils have been 
sampled within schools.  Pupils in the same school are likely to be more similar to 
one another and our modeling accounts for this. Overall, including socio-
demographic, pupils and school effects enabled us to conclude with confidence the 
degree to which taking a vocational qualification influences levels of disengagement, 
because we have considered a variety of other explanations.   
 
In order to assess the effect of taking vocational courses in Year 10 the analysis of 
each outcome was carried out in two steps.  
 
For the first step, taking a vocational course and year group were considered as 
predictors, accounting for pupil and school effects. This allowed us to determine 
whether levels of engagement changed significantly over time and whether taking a 
vocational qualification was a significant predictor of engagement. Pupil and school 
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effects accounted for any differences in outcome attributable to particular schools or 
individual pupil changes over time. The hypothesis that disengaged young people 
who took vocational courses have different trajectories over time compared to those 
who did not, was assessed through the interaction between year group (time) and 
course selection. 
 
In a second step we included any significant socio-demographic characteristics and 
other potentially confounding factors9, which means that any changes in the 
disengagement outcomes attributable to other factors such as gender and ethnicity 
have been controlled for10.  
 
Again, the sample of disengaged young people used for this analysis was defined 
using the more comprehensive combined measure of disengagement.11 However, 
we also re-examined some of our results using ‘poor attitudes to school’ to define our 
subgroup of disengaged young people. Our earlier analysis had identified some 
significant results when defining the disengaged group in terms of their attitudes to 
school11.  As a final test we re-estimated the analysis using a count of the number of 
vocational courses the young person reported studying.  This enabled us to assess 
whether studying more than one vocational course made a difference. 
                                                            
9 Stepwise fixed effect models were run to identify significant covariates. The final models included significant covariates 
only.  
10 A number of the factors examined had missing values for some young people, therefore a variable was computed 
identifying young people with missing data. This variable was then entered into each of the stepwise regressions to ensure 
that all young people were retained in the analysis regardless of missing data. As the variable was not statistically 
significant we could be confident that missing data was not affecting the results and was therefore dropped from the final 
analysis. 
11 These were young people whose attitudes were one standard deviation below average. 
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2.3 Results 
 
Disengagement 
 
Figure 2.1 below shows change over time in truancy rates among disengaged young 
people who reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 10, compared to 
those who did not. There is very little difference between our two groups but the 
findings suggest non-vocational course participants were slightly more likely to truant 
than vocational course participants in Year 9 but by Year 11 this situation was 
reversed. However, this difference is not statistically significant. In other words, there 
was no evidence to suggest that this trend was prevalent in the wider population of 
secondary school pupils (see table A1 in the Appendix).    
 
Figure 2.1: Proportion of disengaged young people who played truant by vocational courses taken in Year 10 
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The analysis was repeated for young people defined as disengaged according to 
their attitudes to school. There were significant differences in reported rates of 
truancy between young people who did and did not take vocational courses.  
However, these differences existed prior to course selection and were therefore 
unrelated to subject choice (results not shown). 
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Figure 2.2 below presents change over time in the aspiration to leave education and 
training post Year 11.  Again, those who reported taking at least one vocational 
course in Year 10 are compared to those who took none. The figure demonstrates 
three key trends, the first two of which are not statistically significant (see table A2 in 
the Appendix):  First an absolute fall in the rates of disengaged young people 
aspiring to leave education and training (not significant); second, a difference in the 
aspirations of those who took vocational qualifications and those who did not (also 
not significant); third, those who selected vocational courses were less likely to want 
to leave education and training when in Year 9 but became more likely to want to 
leave in Year 10 (i.e. once they had started vocational training).  This third trend is 
statistically significant.   
 
Figure  2.2:  Proportion  of  disengaged  young  people  wanting  to  leave  education  and  training  at  16  by 
vocational courses taken in Year 10 
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However, once socio-demographic and other factors were taken into account, which 
include gender, ethnicity, social class and Key Stage 2 average point scores, the 
trend is no longer statistically significant. Therefore we can be confident that any 
differences in aspirations between non-vocational and vocational course participants 
over time are not attributable to taking vocational courses in Year 10.  
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Again, the analysis was repeated for young people defined as disengaged according 
to their attitudes to school. Overall the conclusions did not differ from the analysis 
above (results not shown). 
 
Figure 2.3 below presents change over time in the proportion of disengaged young 
people who had poor attitudes to school12. Again the separate trends are given for 
disengaged young people who reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 
10 and those who did not. 
 
Figure 2.3: Proportion of disengaged young people with poor attitudes to school by vocational courses taken 
in Year 10 
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In Year 9 a higher proportion of non-vocational course participants had poor attitudes 
to school when compared to vocational course participants; however, by Year 11 the 
proportions were similar for the two groups. Despite this observed difference the 
trend is not statistically significant (see table A3 in the Appendix). 
 
The outcome ‘had a poor attitude to school’ was derived from a continuous measure 
which summarizes young people’s responses across ten attitudinal questions.  We 
also repeated our analysis using the original continuous measure, which better 
                                                            
12 Poor attitudes were defined as being 1 standard deviation below the mean 
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captures the full range of attitudes to see whether this altered our conclusions. There 
were no discernable differences between the two models in terms of the impact of 
vocational course. However, year group was significant in the second model 
suggesting that attitudes improved over time among all disengaged young people 
(results not shown).  
 
Attainment 
We also examined the impact of vocational courses on young people’s Key Stage 4 
attainment, repeating the analysis we had previously carried out but within a 
multivariate framework.  Two separate analyses were performed. First, an 
examination of the relationship between taking at least one vocational course and 
achieving Key Stage 4 Level 1, and second, an examination of the relationship 
between vocational study and achieving Key Stage 4 Level 2.  Again we controlled 
for a range of socio-demographic and other factors including an adjustment for prior 
attainment (Key Stage 2 scores) so that any prior differences in ability were 
accounted for. 
 
Table 2‐1: Attainment models: Proportion of disengaged young people achieving Level 1 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariate 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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Table 2.1 above shows that the odds of disengaged young people achieving the 
Level 1 threshold is 1.7 times greater among those who reported taking at least one 
vocational course in Year 10 compared to those who took none.13.  
 
Table 2.2 below presents the results for Level 2 achievement and shows that whilst 
the odds of achieving Level 2 is 1.2 times greater among disengaged young people 
who took vocational courses, this finding is not statistically significant, suggesting no 
differences in the likelihood of young people achieving Key Stage 4 Level 2. 
 
Table 2‐2: Attainment models: Proportion of disengaged young people achieving Level 2 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariate 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
 
Our earlier analysis suggests the odds of achieving Level 2 were significantly lower 
among young people who reported taking vocational courses when we used a 
different approach to identifying the subsample of disengaged young people.  This 
was most notable when examining young people who had poor attitudes to 
education, or reported truant behaviour.  However, this effect disappeared once we 
accounted for other potentially confounding factors. 
 
Destinations 
In a final step we explored young people’s destinations in Year 12 and Year 13. Our 
earlier bivariate analysis provide some evidence of differing destinations between 
disengaged young people who reported taking at least one vocational course in Year 
                                                            
13 Stepwise fixed effect models were run to identify significant covariates. Covariates included were: gender, ethnicity, 
social class, family type, tenure, mother’s highest qualification, SEN, disability status, whether or not the pupil had been 
bullied in the last 12 months in Year 9 and Key Stage 2 attainment. The final models included significant covariates only. 
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10 and those who did not.  For example, at age 17, our earlier findings suggest those 
who had taken vocational courses in Year 10 were less likely to be in full-time 
education, part-time education or training, and more likely to be in full-time work 
although these differences had disappeared by age 18.  There was also some 
evidence that they were more likely to be NEET at both 17 and 18. 
 
In order to be more confident that these findings are attributable to subject choice we 
repeated our analysis taking into account socio-demographic characteristics or other 
factors that may otherwise explain these differences in destinations.  
 
Tables B1 – B5 in Appendix B present the destination models for Year 12 and Year 
13. What the results clearly demonstrate is that once differences in socio-
demographic characteristics and other factors have been accounted for, whether or 
not a young person has taken a vocational qualification in Year 10 is not a significant 
predictor of any of the destinations examined14. This evidence suggests that the 
options that young people choose post Year 11 are unlikely to be dependent on their 
choice of vocational or non-vocational subjects in Year 10.  
 
Number of vocational courses studied 
As a final test of the relationship between the impact of vocational courses on young 
people’s subsequent engagement we repeated the analysis described above using a 
count of the total number of vocational courses young people reported studying.  In 
essence, we tested whether we were able to identify an affect when allowing for 
greater engagement in the vocational curriculum. The results support our findings 
presented above.  We found no evidence to suggest that studying more vocational 
courses made a difference to young people’s levels of engagement, attainment or 
subsequent destinations except in terms of achieving Key Stage Four Level 1 
(results not shown).   
2.4 Conclusions 
 
                                                            
14 The Year 12 and Year 13 destination variables were used to derive binary outcomes for each of the destination models. 
The sample size was too small for the ‘part time work, part time college’ destination to be able to conduct a meaningful 
analysis.  
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In general, the analysis presented here supports the findings of our previous 
analysis.  That is, there was no evidence to suggest that studying vocational courses 
in Year 10 helps to re-engage young people who are disengaged from education.  
Our previous analysis identified a slight tendency for young people who reported 
taking vocational courses to become more disengaged between Year 9 and Year 11.  
We found some further evidence of this using more sophisticated statistical methods, 
however this disappeared once socio-demographic characteristics and other factors 
were taken into account. 
 
This analysis did support the finding that young people who reported taking 
vocational courses were more likely to achieved Level 1 at Key Stage 4 (although 
there were no differences in Level 2 achievement).  This may indicate that 
disengaged young people who take vocational courses are more likely to reach a 
minimum standard of achievement which they may not have otherwise reached. 
However we must consider that equivalences between different types of qualification 
may contribute to this finding which is something we were not able to explore here.  
Our analysis found no relationship between the reported study of vocational courses 
from Year 10 and subsequent destinations at age 17 or 18. 
 
Overall the results presented here do not support the practice of offering disengaged 
young people vocational courses to help re-engage them with their education, or 
improving subsequent destinations, aside from evidence that it may help some 
achieve Level 1 qualifications at Key Stage 4. 
 
However, we cannot entirely reject the idea that vocational courses may help foster 
improvement for some young people under some circumstances for a number of 
reasons.  Firstly, the data comes from a cohort of young people who began their Key 
Stage 4 studies in 2004/05, early on in the expansion of the 14-19 curriculum and 
prior to the very broad roll out of new vocational type qualifications.  It is therefore 
possible that today’s experience of vocational education, including its methods of 
teaching, assessment and curriculum are different to those we were able to examine 
in this research.  Second, it is also possible that vocational study may be of more 
benefit to young people who are less disengaged than those that we studied here.  
Nevertheless, for the type of vocational courses and the particular kinds of 
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disengaged young people that were examined, there appears to have been little 
impact, at least in the relatively short term. 
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3. Outcomes for young people who took vocational courses in Year 12 
among those who did not achieve the academic requirements for A 
levels 
 
3.1 Overview 
 
In addition to the benefits that a vocational curriculum might offer for improving the 
educational outcomes of disengaged young people during Key Stage 4, it is also 
suggested that following a vocational rather than academic pathway in Year 12 may 
improve subsequent outcomes for lower achieving young people. At the request of 
the Department for Education we investigated the hypothesis that young people with 
borderline attainment are more likely to remain in education and training if they follow 
vocational as opposed to academic pathways at age 16/17.  As an outcome for this 
analysis, we used the likelihood of young people being ‘Not in Employment, 
Education or Training’ (NEET) at the age of 18.  
 
3.2 Data and approach 
 
For this analysis, our aim was to identify and track the experiences of young people 
who were on the border of suitability for studying A levels in Years 12 and 13 
(borderline was defined here as having achieved 1-4 A*-C grades at GCSE). We 
then examined the likelihood of these young people being NEET at age 18 according 
to whether they took academic or vocational courses in Year 12. Young people who 
did not continue their education or training at age 17 were excluded from the 
analysis entirely. 
 
For our Year 12 analysis, young people taking vocational courses were again 
defined according to LSYPE questions, but in Year 12 the courses were not 
specifically denoted as vocational, and instead the young people were asked about 
individual course types they were studying.  The courses defined as ‘vocational’ for 
this analysis included: AVCEs (formerly Vocational A levels), Key Skills 
qualifications, Basic Skills qualifications, GNVQs, NVQs, Edexcel, BTEC or LQL 
qualifications, OCR qualifications, City and Guilds qualifications or any other 
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specifically named vocational courses. All A levels, AS levels or GCSEs were 
defined as non-vocational.  
 
The main outcome for our analysis was whether the young person was NEET at the 
time of interview when they were aged 18.  In addition, we also explored the total 
number of months that individuals had been NEET during the last 12 months 
between June 2008 and May 2009 (when the main activity for the Wave 6 interview 
was recorded).   Again, our analysis included controls for other potential confouders 
including gender, parental social class, ethnic group and mother’s highest 
educational qualification. 
3.3 Key findings 
 
In the LSYPE dataset, 2771 pupils (20.5%) were borderline A level students at Key 
Stage 4. The results of our analyses show that academically struggling young people 
who took vocational courses were no more or less likely to be NEET at age 18 than 
those who took academic courses (see Figure 3.1 below).. 
Figure 3.1: Likelihood of being NEET for disengaged young people at age 18 by vocational courses taken in 
Year 12 
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We also carried out a multiple logistic regression analysis in order to see whether 
young people who took vocational courses at Year 12 were more likely to be NEET 
at age 18 after controlling for a range of other factors. The results of this model 
demonstrate no relationship between taking vocational courses and being NEET at 
age 18 taking account of their gender, parental social class, ethnic group and 
mother’s highest educational qualification.  
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 In a final step, we carried out a multiple linear regression analysis examining the 
relationship between young people’s chosen pathways and the total number of 
months during the previous 12 that were spent as NEET (all young people were 
aged 17-18 during these 12 months). The results show that young people who took 
vocational courses had slightly shorter periods of being NEET on average than those 
who took academic courses (they had on average 0.16 months less time spent 
NEET than those who took academic courses) both before and after adjustment for 
gender, ethnic group, parental social class and mother’s highest qualification.  
However this relationship was not statistically significant (see Table 3.1 below). 
 
Table 3‐1: Results of multiple linear regression showing relationship between taking vocational courses and 
number of months spent NEET at age 17‐18 
 
 Coefficient 95% Confidence Intervals 
Unadjusted -0.16 -0.45-0.14 
Adjusted -0.17 -0.49-0.14 
 
3.4 Conclusions 
 
We found that young people who did not attain the standard academic requirement 
for A levels were no more likely to be NEET at the age of 18 if they followed 
vocational pathways or academic ones. There was no difference even after 
adjustment for gender, ethnic group, parental social class and mother’s highest 
qualification. There was also no difference when measured in terms of the total 
number of months spent being NEET at ages 17-18. 
 
It therefore appears that taking vocational courses offers little benefit to borderline 
students in terms of their likelihood of becoming NEET.  However, it is of course 
possible that these courses may benefit the young people in other ways that were 
not explored in this study, or may benefit them in terms of being NEET later in their 
lives.  
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 Appendix A 
 
Table A 1: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who played truant (Final model) 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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Table A 2: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people wanting to  leave education and 
training at 16  
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
 
 
Table A 3:  Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged  young people with poor  attitudes  to  school 
(Binary) 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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 Table A 4:  Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged  young people with poor  attitudes  to  school 
(Continuous) 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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 Appendix B 
 
Table B 1: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who were NEET  in Year 12 and 
Year 13 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
 
 
 Table B 2: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who were in Full Time Education 
in Year 12 and Year 13 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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Table B 3: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who were  in Full Time Work  in 
Year 12 and Year 13 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
 
 
Table B 4: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who were in Full Time Training in 
Year 12 and Year 13 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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Table B 5: Final Model: Outcome: Proportion of disengaged young people who were doing something else 
full time in Year 12 and Year 13 
 
BOLD Indicates significant covariates P<0.10 
ITALICS Indicate categorical variable reference categories 
NOTE: Only variables that were  identified as significant  in a stepwise  logistic regression were  included  in the  final model. All covariates 
have been tested for significance as a whole measure, therefore the bold markings relate to the whole variable not individual categories. 
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